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g debacle 


Failure of once-successful regulatory process crippled U.S. diagnostic efforts 


TIMES | WATCHDOG 


By LEWIS KAMB 
Seattle Times staff reporter 

In late April 2009, Dr. Joshua 
Sharfstein, then the Food and Drug 
Administration’s (FDA) principal 
deputy commissioner, received an 


urgent weekend call from the direc- 


tor of the Centers for Disease Con- 
trol and Prevention (CDC). 

Dr. Rich Besser told Sharfstein 
that the CDC — and by, extension, 
public health departments nation- 
wide — faced a serious problem. 

Less than two weeks earlier, the 


strain of swine flu in a 10-year-old 
patient in California. Within days, 
the novel strain cropped up in an- 
other California child, two patients 
in Texas, a cluster in Mexico and an 
outbreak at a New York high 
school. Dubbed H1N1, the virus 
was spreading fast, with all signs 
pointing toward a pandemic. 

Widespread diagnostic testing 
was needed immediately to under- 
stand the scope of the nation’s 
outbreak, Sharfstein recalled Bess- 
er telling him. But there was one 
big catch. 

“He said the test was going to 
take at least six months to review, 


Sharfstein, now a vice dean of 
public health at Johns Hopkins 
University, told The Seattle Times. 
Within 48 hours, Sharfstein and 
a team of FDA lawyers found a way 
to get tests out quickly through an 
existing FDA process called Emer- 
gency Use Authorization (EUA). 
The use of the EUA, a process typi- 
cally used to give the FDA some 
oversight over unapproved medical 
devices needed for emergencies, 
marked the first time it was tapped 


See > TESTING, A7 
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Read all our coronavirus stories at 


A nurse collects 
a nasal swab 
sample at a 
drive-thru UW 
Medicine coro- 
navirus testing 
site. In Febru- 
ary, labs 

were hamstrung 
while the CDC 
contended with 
problems in its 
virus-testing kit. 
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CDC had identified avirulentnew but we couldn’t wait that long,” 


VIRUS TESTING INFO: 
GO TO ST.NEWS/ 
CORONAVIRUS-TESTING 


HOW NBA PLAYERS 
WERE TESTED SO 
QUICKLY > 8:1 


BEFORE OUTBREAK, 
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Fiona Fitzpatrick stopped skating through a deserted Pike Place Market on Wednesday long enough to wash her hands — one of the measures 
public health officials recommend to slow the spread of novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2. Fitzpatrick says roller-skating is one example of an ac- 
tivity she “can totally do alone,” and so it meets the one of the other criteria experts urge during the pandemic: social distancing. 


Washington’s 
unemployment 
system flooded 
with claims 
amid pandemic 


By PAUL ROBERTS 
Seattle Times business reporter 

Like many of the thousands of 
Washington residents who have 
recently received pink slips, 
Darcy Wytko has gotten little 
reassurance from the state’s 
unemployment insurance sys- 
tem. 

On Monday, the 38-year-old 
temporarily lost her job as a serv- 
er at Mkt, a restaurant in Seattle’s 
Wallingford neighborhood, and 
quickly filed an unemployment 
claim. But on Wednesday, when 
Wytko logged in to the state 
Employment Security Depart- 
ment’s website, she found her 
claim had been denied without 
explanation. She called the state 
helpline repeatedly, but failed to 
get through. 

“And rent is due in less than 
two weeks,” Wytko said. 

Wytko’s experience may be the 
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Darcy Wytko, who lost her restaurant job Monday, has struggled 
to file her unemployment claim with the state. Such claims have 
spiked since the mandated closure of restaurants, bars and gyms. 


new norm, at least for a while, as 
the state faces a rising wave of 
layoffs amid the coronavirus 
epidemic. 

Nationally, unemployment 
claims jumped by a third last 
week over the prior week, ac- 
cording to the Labor Depart- 
ment. But the increase has been 
even sharper in Washington. 

Statewide, 14,846 unemploy- 
ment insurance claims were filed 
during the week that ended last 


Saturday. That’s more than dou- 
ble the number from a week 
earlier, according to department 
figures released Thursday. 

Claims have surged even faster 
since Sunday, when Gov. Jay 
Inslee mandated closures of 
many public-facing venues, in- 
cluding gyms, entertainment 
venues, and many bars and res- 
taurants. 

“This week, every day, the new 

See > CLAIMS, A5 


Travelers cite 
‘disturbing’ lack 
of screening at 
Sea-Tac Airport 


By CRYSTAL PAUL 
Seattle Times staff reporter 

Fresh off his flight from Europe, Jo- 
seph Watson walked off the plane and 
into Seattle-Tacoma International Air- 
port on Saturday expecting to undergo a 
rigorous health screening. 

He arrived at Sea-Tac a day after 
President Donald Trump announced 
that in an attempt to curb the novel 
coronavirus’ rampant spread, U.S. citi- 
zens and residents returning after trav- 
eling to certain European countries in 
the past 14 days would be screened 
upon arrival at one of 13 designated 
airports. 

Trump’s announcement resulted in 
chaos at several airports last weekend, 
as travelers from Europe reported en- 
countering long lines, severe crowding 
and hourslong delays between the arriv- 
al gate and baggage claim because of 
health-screening procedures that were 
enacted at some of the hubs. 

“I didn’t even get asked where I was 

See > SCREENING, A6 
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Sound 
Transit, 
Metro eye 
steep drop 
in revenue 


By MIKE LINDBLOM 
AND HEIDI GROOVER 
Seattle Times staff reporters 


Sound Transit will see a sharp 
decline in funding as the corona- 
virus outbreak erodes tax reve- 
nue and keeps transit riders at 
home, CEO Peter Rogoff warned 
Thursday. 

The sudden downturn appears 
far worse than the 2008 Great 
Recession that forced the agency 
to delay some projects, including 
the light-rail extension to north 
Federal Way, officials said. 


The agency 
doesn’t have CUTS TO 
enough infor- light rail, 
mation yetto buses, start 
consider spend- Mond ay 
ing or project > A10 
reductions, 
beyond tempo- 


rary cuts to train and bus service 
announced Thursday, Chief 
Financial Officer Tracy Butler 
told the board’s finance commit- 
tee. 

But Sound Transit’s looming 
drop in sales taxes, which provid- 
ed 58% ofits revenue last year, 
could jeopardize the agency’s 
ability to sustain the largest tran- 
sit expansion in the country, 
executives said. 

“What we are currently experi- 
encing is nothing like we have 
ever experienced before, because 
some of the industries simply 
came to a halt in a matter of 
days,” Butler said. 

Sales tax revenue could fall as 
much as 75%, she said. 

The dramatic economic hit is 
being felt by transportation agen- 
cies across the country, as busi- 
nesses close and people stay 
home to limit the spread of the 
novel coronavirus. 

King County Metro estimates it 
is losing $1.3 million a week in 
fares and $5 million a week in 
sales tax. Metro intends to reduce 
service by one-fourth, said Met- 
ropolitan King County Coun- 
cilmember Rod Dembowski. 

The American Public Transpor- 
tation Association asked Con- 
gress this week for $13 billion in 

See > METRO, A5 
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